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The Action Group on Violence on Television - Report to the CRTC - April 30. /997

One cannot discount the importance of the compatibility issue.

DThe Commission talked about the opportunity to "promote a common North American
classification system which is user-friendly and effective", when it released Public Notice
1996-36.

DThe Minister ofCanadian Heritage - the Hon. Sheila Copps - remarked in May 1996 that
"It's more important to have a hannonized system than it is to do it early."

DIn our public opinion research, Canadians say they want compatibility, to lessen their
confusion in using the ratings system along with the V-chip.

DThose who used the V-chip in their home for a month said they strongly support ratings
systems that are the same or similar.

While the system that we are submitting to the Commission has tested very well, at the suggestion
of the AOVOT Classification Committee, we plan on two minor changes. After having lived and
worked with the system for a month, the programmers suggested modifying two of the rating
designators - the nomenclatures. They propose that 'FAM' (Family) be changed to a '0' (General),
as it is more reflective of the broad range of programming which would fall under this rating and has
a familiar connotation to most viewers. They also suggest changing 'PA' (Parental Advisory) to 'PO'
(Parental Guidance), as this term is well known to parents through the movie ratings. Any changes
would be only to the nomenclature, and not to the violence content guidelines and descriptors.

We are continuing to work on solving the technology issues, and on harmonization of the three
Canadian systems. Our technical experts acknowledge it will be problematic if Canada maintains
3 to 4 different rating systems, as it is highly unlikely that all these systems can be accommodated
in V-chip equipped television sets - the clear preference for consumers.

Canadian programming services and cable companies have demonstrated, bX means of the
considerable resources and effort they have expended on developing the rating system and the new
generation ofV-chip technology, that they accept their responsibilities towards Canada's children.

We respectfully request the Commission approve the Canadian Television Rating System for
violence, which is clearly supported by solid public opinion research. This is the beginning ofa new
dialogue with viewers. It is another principal element of the Canadian approach to violence on
television; an approach that is unequalled in the world.

We also wish to continue the positive, co-operative approach regarding a timetable for
implementation that will best meet the public's needs, and ensure a successful introduction of this
new instrument to protect children.
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Onstage at the Academy Aw.rds l.st month, he cut • diminutive figure, dwarfed by his co-presenter, Kristin Scott Thomas of The English Patient.
But behind the .cenes, J.ck V.lenti, Hollywood's dapper lobbyi.t in Washington, c.sts • shadow th.t is indJ.sputab1y giant-sized. Now, nearly •
decade after Valenti'. wheeling .nd dealing .cuttled canadJ.an legislation to boost the domestic film industry, hi••hadow h•• fallen across the
country's televi.ion screen•• Thi. week, as • priv.te bro.dc••ting committee takes the wr.ps off. new TV r.ting .ystem to help parent. program
the V-chip--the B.C. invention designed to block offensive programming, scheduled to be available by next f.ll--V.lenti's deft b.ckstage
maDOeuvring i. being blamed for killing. groundbre.king set of can.dian gUidelines.

succe.sfully te.ted in five cities l.st year, those quidelines graded shows according to both age-appropri.teness and five levels of violent,
sexual and l.nguage content. But de.pite an endor.ement from three-quarters of the 100 households involved, the Action Group on Violence on
Television turned its back on th.t propo.ed syst... In.te.d, in • curiously secretive process cUlmin.ting in • report due to go to feder.l
regul.tor. on April 30, AGVOT h•• opted for a watered-down scheme b.sed largely on the vaguer, .ge-based rating. that V.lenti rushed to ~rican
TV .creen. on J.n. 1 in .n .ttempt to pre-empt more .tringent government controls. AGVOT ch.irwoman Trina McQueen, president of the Discovery
Channel, insi.t. that the committee'. decision w•• provoked neither by pressure from V.lenti nor by hi. fabled Texa. ch.~. "Wh.t we're
dev.loping is a .y.tem for busy people," she s.y•• "We hope .nd we believe our system should not be l.rgely dJ.fferent than the American .y.tem.

But for V-chip inventor Tim Colling., who te.che. electrical engineering at simon Fraser University in Burn.by, B.C., and has been closely
involved in developing. content-ba.ed .y.tem over the p••t three ye.rs, the propos.l come•••• blow. "It'. like being hit by a locomotive,"
he .ay•• "Here i •• technology. lot of people .r. re.lly proud of, yet when you look .t how it'. been rolled out, we've either Dd••ad the point
or we've been pre••ured. We could have c.rried the torch on this one. Isn't it .11 typic.lly C.n.dian?"

p.radoxic.lly, AGVOT i. bowing to Valenti's le.d .t the very moment the American .y.tem i. under ••••ult from U.S. p.rent-teacher .nd mental
health qroup•• Borrowed .lmo.t directly froa th. aq.-ba.ed movie r.tings .dopted by Hollywood 29 year. ago, it i. currently under review by the
rederal eam.unication. ~s.ion. The .y.tem is pr~ting .uch • public outcryth.t Valenti h•••lre.dy been forced to tone down hi. rhetoric:
unv.iling th••cheme l ••t Dece.ber, h. had warned th.t, if the FCC .ttempted ch.nge., "we'll be in court in. n.no.econd.' , Now, indu.try
in.ider. predict revi.ed ~ric.n quideline. will emerge this .ummer. David Moulton, chief of staff for Ma•••chu.etts Repre.ent.tive Edward
Mark.y, who ha. Championed the V-chip in •••hington, agree.: "The irony ia that, just a. C.nad. i. forced to confo~ to what the indu.try down
here is trying to .tuff down ev.rybody'. throats, the ~rican. may do a 180-degree turn on them."

Th. Canadian rating., unlike the American, will operate .xclu.iv.ly with the V-Chip --ready for programming into the .lim black .et-top boxes
that the eanadian Radio--televlslon and T.lec~ic.t1on. com.1ss1on h•• order.d to be .vailable by septemb.r. In contr••t, a U.S. telecommunic.­
tion. b1ll require. only that the V-chip appe.r 1n .ny TV .et. built .fter febru.ry, 1998. The CRTC h•• yet to det.~n. wh.th.r Canadian cabl.
C~e. will 1•••• or .ell the boxe.--and for how ~ch. Aa crit1c. point out, the estimated $1- to $2-.-month rent.l may di.courage the
poor••t, most tt.e-pr•••ed faMi11.s. S.ys Ke.ly W1lk1n.on, n.tional director of the Toronto-b••ed Alli.nce for Children .nd T.l.vi.ion: "The
pa~ts Wbo .re l ••st around to monitor wh.t kida ar. w.tchinCl are prob.b1y the one. who will be lea.t able to afford it."
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~ CRIC ~t decide Whether, a. in the "'ricaa .Y.~ parental advi.orie. will .ppe.r in the fo~ of tiny icon. that fla.h on the .cr••n for
tbe flJ:at 15 aecoad. of .".q aJ)aw. U.S. crit1ca s\Mit that the icona are u••l ••• unle•• parent. happen to be in the rOCllll. And one month after

',. tbe a"~ clelNtecl, • st~ by the .... 1Ied1......Rb Center r~rted that S4 per cent of U.S. hou.eholds bad not noticed its exi.t.nce.
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~le, Univer.ity ot .i.con.in co-munication. prot•••or Jo.nne cantor c.ution. th.t age-b••ed warDing. bave ". forbidden fruit ettect,
aat1Dg. tbat urge p.rental control b••ed on age con.ideration• .-ke reatricted program. more .ttr.ctiYe,"

other groupa h.ve proteated the tact th.t more than 60 per cent ot U.S. programming--aome fairly violent--h.a been labeled PG-p.rental guidance.
S.y. Kathryn Montgomery ot .aahington·. centre tor Media Educ.tion: "PS has become thi. big bl.ck hole into which everything t.ll•• •• But
~ bl.... that on how U.S. producer. have labeled their wares: "It there is • tailure, it's not in the .ystem; it's how they implement it."

The canadi.n guidelines will centre on Violence, not .ex .cene. or lewd language. But McQueen argues that was all the CRTC required. And she
points out th.t canadi.n. h.ve two ••fegu.rd. th.t Americ.n. l.ck: •• 1993 volunt.ry code of conduct whereby bro.dcaster••greed to retrain from
.bowing exces. violence betore 9 p ••• , .nd • broadc••t .t.ndard. council to which viewers can bring compl.ints.

But when V.lenti prote.t. th.t gr.ding progr....ccording to the inten.ity of their violence or sex sbene. would be too cOmPlica~ed for p.rents
to cope with, COllinga .cott•• All three teat. of hi. V-chip technology have .-naged that feat to parental .pprov.l. "You c.n get more consensus
on what con.titute. briet nudity .round the world," he .ay., "than on what's suit.ble for a 12-year-old everywhere in this country." According
to COlling., the oppo.ition ot both U.S••nd canadi.n bro.dc.sters to content-based ratings comes down to the bottom line. "If you supply more
content into~tion to p.renta,·· be contends, "they will in the end block out more progr.... •• That, in turn, tranalates into lower .d r.te•.aa,. COlling., "It bec~•••ticky i.aue.··

Still, he did not re.lize how .ticky--or politic.l--wben he tirat brought hi. V-chip technology to to~r CRTC ch.irman Keith Spicer .ix ye.r.
ago. Now 35, .nd the t.ther of three pint-aiZed viewer., .ged 5 to one year, he jokes th.t "I started .11 this betore I had kid., a TV or •
clue." Late la.t f.ll, V.lenti told the U.S. media that COlling.'. te.t. h.d proved so unwieldy, can.dian. bad jettisoned their content-ba.ed
~--. ai.truth MCQueen w•• obliged to correct. But laat March, a month .fter Valenti announced th.t the U.S. indu.try would come up with it.
own TV r.ting., the CRTC ..ndated thi. country'. broadca.ter. to do the .ame. SUddenly, Colling. found hiaself frozen out trom the la.t ~e.t.

"It's frustr.ting,'· he .ay., "People are .aying, 'Why are broadca.ters designing the system? Isn't that like telling the fox to guard the
beabouse" ••

Cl..rly, both .ide. in the U.S. deb.te have a st.ke in this week's decision. Douglas Frith, a to~r Liberal HP who, .s president ot the Canadi.n
Motion Picture Di.tributor. ~soci.tion, has become V.lenti·. point ..n, concedes: "It we were to come up with a .ystem that's not compatible
with the U.S••yst~ it ..y give more impetus to the group. that h.ve been opposed to Valenti."

Still, tho.e with the greate.t .take in the debate remain the children themselves. And some educational .ctivist. fe.r that both the V-chip and
1~ guideline. could Ultimately do more harm than good--giving parent. a fal.e sen.e ot technological .ecurity a. TV show. grow incre••ingly
v1olent. S.y. Heather-j.ne Robert.on, director of profe••ional development for the Canadian Teachers' Federation: • 'What we got was an
1Ddu8try-controlled .olution that downloaded the re.pon.ibility onto parent•• ••

But MCQUeen argue. that, like the be.ieged U.S. rating., the Canadian system "is not set in stone. It i. the beginning ot What we hope i. a
dialogue with viewers," .he ••ys, • 'about the kind of TV they want to see."
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